1 At the bottom was a handwritten note: "Thanks for recommending this book. As a gay man, I didn't know I had a history." Didn't know he had a history?! My fellow historians will share my sense of dismay, and my determination to remedy this unthinkable state of affairs.
I've always included the history of gay men and lesbians in my various classes not
because it is an amusing/interesting "add on" to "real" history but a vital component. It is not offered as a sop to "political correctness," but because our understanding of American political, economic, social, legal, military, and religious history remains incomplete without it. For example, my courses that focus on the 20 th Century include the significant role of the campaign against homosexuals in McCarthy-era persecutions; in US Historical Geography (which examines the role physical geography has played in the development of the United States), we study how and why the coastal cities of New York and San Francisco emerged as major centers of homophile populations; in women's history courses we examine the controversy and contributions lesbians brought to various feminist movements.
Around 1989, a contingent of gay and lesbian SFSU students who appreciated their history's inclusion in my classes came to my office to formally request that I offer a course on the history of American homosexuality. The curriculum committee approved my proposal and the course was introduced. To my disappointment, because of quirk in university policy, I, a lowly lecturer, was not allowed to teach "my" course. It was officially assigned to a tenure-track colleague but in fact taught by an exceptionally qualified graduate student. In 1994 I came to Santa Clara University, the Catholic, Jesuit institution in the heart of California's Silicon Valley. Based on my own undergraduate education at more conservative Gonzaga University (also Jesuit), I assumed that teaching my own lesbian and gay course was now a complete impossibility. I continued to incorporate gay and lesbian history into much of my research and my various courses, however, and was pleasantly surprised to find that my desire to offer a dedicated course was supported by students, faculty, and administrators. This support included a "Building Partnerships for Diversity" grant of $4,000 in 2001 from the university's Center for Multicultural Learning to fund the development of the course. Ironically, the Center did not recognize issues of sexuality in its definition of "multicultural"--the funding was granted to support the course's emphasis on the role of race within homosexual communities.
Despite the widespread support I was receiving, as I developed the course I continued to worry about the reaction of older alumni. Considering Santa Clara University's setting in the traditionally liberal San Francisco Bay area, I felt less trepidation than I would have were I offering the course on a campus in a conservative stronghold. Nevertheless, based on letters to the editor of the alumni magazine, I knew that while most alums are delighted about the university's serious commitment to social justice, especially its emphasis on the dignity of all persons, others are still fuming over the "radical" decision to admit women to the university in
1961.
Once the course was officially on the books, our university's Jesuit president sought from the chairs of the English and History departments a response to a letter he had received from the parent whose child was considering applying to Santa Clara. This parent had been appalled to "Gays/Lesbians in U.S. History," an upper division course (History 177), was first offered at Santa Clara University in the spring of 2002. I gave it that title for two reasons. First, I didn't want there to be any confusion about the course's content. Even with a title like "Diverse Sexualities in American History" students might still expect a class focused primarily on heterosexual themes. Secondly, although the course touches on Queer, Transgendered, and
Bisexual issues (to provide appropriate context, I begin with a brief section on Queer Theory), I
wanted it to be clear that the course had a "straight" (that is, exclusive) gay and lesbian emphasis.
Having settled on this title, I fretted about it. The course quickly reached its cap of twenty-five students. An equal number were on the waiting list, a pattern that has been repeated in subsequent offerings (the course is offered every year). In that first offering, as in subsequent sections, the students were primarily juniors and seniors, with men and women represented in equal numbers. I don't inquire as to my students'
sexualities, but their personal histories are sometimes revealed in the course of discussions. Of the students who make their sexual identification known, the majority identify as straight. Some of them are drawn to the class because of a gay or lesbian parent or sibling, but most because they are interested in the subject matter (and in fulfilling two core requirements). The others who self-identify are gay or lesbian in roughly equal numbers. Only a few identify as bisexual, with only one (so far) identifying as "gender outlaw."
As part of a phenomenon described by Stephanie Fairyington in the Gay and Lesbian
Review as "The New Post-Straight" (concerning straight academics who teach queer studies), I
never discuss my own sexuality explicitly, but I wear make up, dresses, and a wedding ring.
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Straight women hardly own the monopoly on these accoutrements, but I expect that most of my students assume, correctly, that I place on the heterosexual side of the Kinsey scale. As such, I
am never bothered by issues of "authenticity" in teaching the course. After all, as a scholar trained in the study of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, I authored a biography of Robert M.
La Follette and never once worried that my lack of "authenticity" (I am not a powerful politician and am neither male nor dead) disqualified me from writing that book or from teaching about lots of other dead men once in political power. 4 What is important to me and to my students in all the courses I teach is not whether I am like or unlike the people we study, but whether I have the scholarly expertise to teach the class to the highest standards. The fact that it was a contingent of gay and lesbian students who originally urged me to offer my lesbian and gay history course teaching Gay and Lesbian history as a respected faculty member on our Jesuit campus. They agree that having openly homosexual professors provides important role models, but by no means do they think professors must be what they teach.
The dynamics for the class are established on the first day. I begin by explaining that the course will focus primarily on the history of American lesbians and gay men and suggest that we get started by defining our terms. I ask the class what makes a woman a lesbian. A few tentative definitions are proposed, but other students find them too broad or too narrow. Debates quickly ensue, setting the tone for the thoughtful, wide-ranging discussions I strongly encourage. I throw out a few questions to stir the pot. Is it only desire that "counts," or do actions matter as well?
What if a woman's heartfelt sexual attraction is to other women, but she never acts on it? If such a woman marries a man, bears children, and never has a sexual relationship with another woman, is she a lesbian? What about a "political lesbian," a woman who desires men sexually, chooses to remain celibate, yet identifies as a lesbian because she believes it impossible for a woman to What all my students have in common is enthusiasm for the subject matter. No one ever complains, "Gay and lesbian history again?" Although all the signposts are familiar from countless American history classes from kindergarten on (the pre-Columbian period, the Revolutionary War, The Civil War, The Gilded Age and Progressive Era, and so on) the course material is new-a combination students all seem to appreciate. The course not only fills in the blanks within the more conventional histories but also raises questions vital to the study of history and to critical thinking. We discuss, for example, Charles Clifton's "Rereading Voices of the Past," which suggests that many male slave narratives include coded language indicating that the authors were raped by their male owners. 10 Clifton argues that such coded language deserves the same careful study as that appearing in female slave narratives, and concludes by suggesting that male/male rape is an aspect of the American slave experience that has been overlooked. His article generates much lively discussion about historical sources and the limits of interpretation.
My gay and lesbian history course is one of the most successful I've ever taught. In their anonymous evaluations at the course's end, my students frequently refer to the class as "one of the best" and even "the best" of their university experience. For many, it's like finding the missing piece to a puzzle-it rounds out their understanding of history acquired in previous classes even as it inspires them to learn more. and Lesbian Community, 1985; First Run Features, John Scagliotti, director, After Stonewall, 1999; Sony Pictures, Vito Russo, Ron Epstein, Jeffrey Freedman, Sharon Wood, The Celluloid Closet, 1995. acquire civil rights, then responded to a deadly epidemic. In After Stonewall, when they witness ACT-UP disrupt a Mass in New York's St. Patrick's Cathedral, many of my students (and not just the Catholics) literally gasp, they're so struck by the power of this painful, highly controversial confrontation. The Celluloid Closet (a documentary on the depictions of homosexuals in popular film) elicits discussion on the power of pop culture in inculcating, challenging, and changing attitudes and perceptions.
The combination of readings, films, and discussions gives my students important historical perspective on current issues, ranging from the controversies over gay marriage and adoption to the military's policy of "Don't Ask, Don't Tell." They appreciate the value of history, not just as a collection of stories about the past, but as a vital tool in the efforts to resolve present-day questions and problems.
While I consider the course to be highly successful, I have had less success in bringing gay and lesbian history into high school classrooms. I have given a series of talks to groups of high school teachers on how to incorporate gender history into their course curricula, emphasizing that it is not an "add on," but as new and exciting way of meeting some of the existing state requirements. They are openly leery of discussion in their classrooms of anything to do with homosexuality for fear of generating controversy that will get them into trouble. I suggest that they tackle the issue head on. Before launching into a lesson plan, explain that they are not seeking a discussion of personal views on homosexuality, but rather offering an instructive new way of examining the American past by exploring the history of an overlooked minority. One approach might be to look at how some gay and lesbian individuals and organizations consciously borrowed from the African-American Civil Rights movements of the 1950s and 1960s and the women's rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Such a comparative approach invites study of the larger issues and strategies involved in all civil rights struggles, while also pointing out the distinct differences between the various groups' challenges and solutions. It can also elicit useful questions about identity, as many Americans were (and are) members of more than one oppressed group. Members of my audiences of teachers nod and take notes, but in their emails to me in which they excitedly report back on their success in working some of my suggestions into their lesson plans, their selections are always from my material on women's, rather than gay and lesbian, history.
I am excited that History 177 is now routinely included in my annual course offerings, but am also rather daunted by the task of continually updating my course readings. There has been such an explosion of superb research in recent years that I have found it impossible to keep up even with LGBTQ book reviews, let alone the actual books, articles, and scholarly papers.
One of the great benefits of allowing students to pick their own topics for the course's research paper is that they are doing much of my work for me, citing the most recent and exciting scholarship on a vast array of topics. I look forward to many more years of learning and writing about gay and lesbian people and movements, and to teaching this lively course so integral to the study of history.
My thanks to Mary Whisner for her valuable contributions to this essay.
